
“Ridgway: Natural Scientist, Author, & Artist” 

Dr. Robert Ridgway was one of Olney’s most notable citizens.  Dr. Ridgway was a 

leader in the field of ornithology (study of birds) research.  He was also an author 

and artist in all of the natural sciences he loved. 

Ridgway’s published works include over 500 books and papers related to 

ornithology.  He also received great fame from his ground-breaking work on 

colors.  Ridgway’s books on colors provided a chart of 1,115 colors and shades of 

colors.  The Color Standards became the world authority on colors and was used 

not only in scientific work, but also in commercial work and art and by paint 

manufacturers, chemists, florists and artists.   

Dr. Ridgway was associated with the Smithsonian Institute for 62 years as curator 

of the ornithological collections and was also one of the founders of the American 

Ornithological Union.  He was a founding committee member of the International 

Ornithological Congress at Vienna in 1885, and at Budapest in 1891.  He was also 

a member of the advisory council of World Congresses at the World’s Columbian 

Exposition.  These are only a few of Dr. Ridgway’s important association 

memberships. 

Upon his retirement, Dr. Ridgway settled in Olney as he considered Olney to be 

“The Ideal Place for Retirement.”  Dr. & Mrs. Ridgway’s retirement home was 

named “Larchmound” because of the larch trees, though over 500 plantings were 

made on this property.  This property was the most beautifully landscaped home 

in this section of the country.  Larchmound still stands today. 

Dr. Ridgway also purchased acreage that was made into the Bird Haven 

arboretum.  At one point, this tract of land was said to have been second only to a 

larger tract in Japan in the number of species of plants it contained.  Bird Haven 

served as Dr. Ridgway’s own base for scientific research on the cultivation of non-

native trees and plants. 

Over time, 200 additional species were transferred to Bird Haven from Dr. 

Ridgway’s nursery at Larchmound.  The plantings offered excellent cover, food, 

and nesting sites for all kinds of birds. 



Over the years, several transactions of Bird Haven ownership were made, but the 

City of Olney purchased the land in 1970 where much of the acreage was used in 

the creation of East Fork Lake. 

A smaller Bird Haven still exists near Miller’s Grove by East Fork Lake that is open 

to the public, and a larger inaccessible tract lies on the north shore.  Dr. Ridgway’s 

grave is located in Bird Haven, marked by a granite boulder.  A bronze plaque, 

with sculpture of birds, and reading “Robert Ridgway, 1850-1929" was stolen in 

the 1980's.  The restoration of the remaining acreage of Bird Haven was the work 

of the Illinois and Richland County Bicentennial Commission, and is presently 

under the care of the City of Olney. The Ridgway Chapter of the Illinois Audubon 

Society sponsors a cleanup of Bird Haven every Fall. 

The trails of Bird Haven remain open to the public, and you may also drive by 

Larchmound in the south portion of Olney.   


